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ALEXANDER CHAPARRO-SILVA 
 
The Diario Político de Santafé de Bogotá hit the streets 
in 1810 promising to tell the “history of our happy 
revolution” to its readers. Since future generations 
deserved to have “the annals of our freedom,” the 

editors of the newspaper undertook the historical account of the “origin 
and political developments of our revolution.” They imagined the 
revolution as a dramatic rupture with the past embodied by the Spanish 
monarchy and the birth of an unprecedented political order founded on the 
principles of popular sovereignty, representative government, and political 
equality. The revolution signified the beginning of “freedom and 
independence” and the moment when “the chains that imprisoned reason 
were broken” in the former viceroyalty. Once the “history of our 
revolution” was concluded, the editors sought to historicize the “political 
events of the other Kingdoms of America” as parts of the same “political 
transformation” and “regenerative state.” It was already clear that, while 
Europe was sinking into the fiercest of despotisms, the American 
hemisphere was the promised land of the revolution (No. 1: 27 Aug 1810: 
1-4) (No. 26: 23 Nov 1810: 102).1 

Nearly twenty years later, in 1829, the Venezuelan José Domingo Díaz 
published what would become his most important work: Recuerdos sobre la 
rebelión de Caracas [Memories of the Rebellion of Caracas]. As an “eyewitness 
of the Revolution of Venezuela in almost all its events,” he intended “to 
remember, gather, and publish the facts that prove the injustice, scandal, 
baseness, and folly of that dire rebellion.” In his eyes, the revolution began 
as “a gathering of children who played government” and ended up 
destroying the good order forged by the Spanish monarchy during three 
centuries of “culture, enlightenment and industry.” The erosion of political 
authority, the proliferation of social disorder, and the sparks of a 
devastating racial war were the only achievements of the revolution. The 
possibility of building any lasting and stable polity in the region was broken. 
The Americas were the eternal patria of revolution (2, 32, 169). 

 
* This essay was awarded the Pilar Sáenz Annual Essay Prize by IASECS for 2020. 
 
1 My translation for this and all subsequent citations. A partial version of this article 
in Spanish appeared earlier as a book chapter (Chaparro-Silva). 
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For better and for worse, Tierra Firme —the territory encompassing 
present-day Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador and Panama— appeared in 
both publications as particularly fertile ground for revolution, the first space 
in Spanish America to both embrace revolution’s promises of change and 
witness its devasting effects. Contemporaries, friends, and enemies of the 
region’s revolutions—like the editors of the New Granadian newspaper and 
Díaz himself—reflected deeply on the concept’s meanings, origins, and 
objectives, including how to put a definitive end to it. In this region of the 
Americas, revolution was always an unstable and polysemic concept, widely 
used by all social sectors and traversed simultaneously by positive and 
negative connotations.  

The concept’s extraordinary rise and its public appropriation are 
inseparable from the emergence of a vibrant public sphere of printed 
materials during the dissolution of the Spanish empire and the creation of 
new republics in Tierra Firme. Despite the high rates of illiteracy in the 
region and the enormous technical and economic difficulties related to 
printing and paper, these publications had radically transformed the political 
scene and led to some democratization in the print culture in terms of new 
audiences, authors, and readings. For the new political leadership, the press 
was key for the dissemination of ideas and proposals for political action, but 
more importantly, it was fundamental as a factor of historical 
transformation. The affirmation of new political and symbolic orders, the 
attempts of recomposing an us and a them, and the elaboration of a new 
political culture took place in the contours of public opinion. As stated by a 
New Granadian newspaper, the press itself “produces important 
revolutions” (Gazeta Ministerial de Antioquia No. 1: 25 Sep 1814: 1).2 

Drawing upon conceptual and intellectual history, this paper analyzes 
the different meanings and political uses of the concept of revolution 
during the crisis of the Spanish empire in the Gran Colombian region. 
Rather than attempt to stubbornly reconstruct its “true” meaning or try to 
account for the entire semantic field defined around the concept, I will 
point out two fundamental aspects. The first is the self-understanding of 
contemporaries about revolution—what they meant when using the concept. 
The second is the ways the concept became an object of dispute and a field 
of polemics about a broad range of political and social experiences. 
Through a careful analysis of the language used in newspapers, political 
treatises, and constitutional texts, I will illuminate the ways the concept of 

 
2 About the importance of print culture and the emergence of concept of public 
opinion in Spanish America and Tierra Firme (Bushnell) (Guerra and Lempérière) 
(Uribe Urán) (Guerra) (Palti) (Loaiza) (Fernández, Diccionario) (Ortega and 
Chaparro-Silva). 
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revolution was fundamental in the making of the Gran Colombian 
republics.3 

When referring to Tierra Firme or the Gran Colombian republics, I 
mean the political whole that encompasses the current territories of 
present-day Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama.4 Bound within 
this geographical framework were vigorous circuits of armies, 
communications, and bureaucracies that shaped the projects of political 
unity formulated successively throughout the last decades of Spanish rule, 
the first republics and the monarchical restauration, and that were officially 
materialized by the birth of the Republic of Colombia in 1819. Rather than 
understand the history of the concept of revolution as a simple diffusion or 
adoption of European concepts in the Americas, this article shows how the 
meanings of the revolution were collectively elaborated by the historical 
actors in the Gran Colombian region and on both sides of the Atlantic. As 
stated by the historian Hilda Sabato, Spanish Americans “did not mimic any 
of the existing models; rather, they adapted and innovated, adopted or 
rejected external influences according to their own legacies and 
experiences” (5). 

*** 
During the eighteenth century, the ilustrados were familiar to the 

different connotations of the word “revolution.” It was not uncommon to 
find the term in newspapers, correspondence, and legal papers. According 
to the dictionaries of the time, revolution originally alluded to astronomical 
phenomena and meant the “movement of the celestial sphere going 
around” (Rae 804). The correspondence of Francisco José de Caldas from 
Popayán described dozens of astronomical observations based on a “whole 
revolution of the sun, that is, one year, counted from the summer solstice 
to the same point” (295). The second entry in the dictionary indicates that 
revolution refers to the “change or the new form in the state or government 
of things.” Thus, the official newspaper Primicias de la Cultura de Quito spoke 
of “a happy revolution” to mean the radical change from a society mired in 
misery and darkness to a society dominated by industry and enlightenment 

 
3 My theoretical and methodological approach is informed by the following works 
of intellectual and conceptual history: (Fernández, Political) (Koselleck) (Palti) 
(Pocock) (Rosanvallon) (Skinner). The bibliography about the crisis of the Spanish 
empire in Tierra Firme is extensive. Some of the fundamental works are: (Adelman) 
(Calderón y Thibaud) (Carrera Damas) (Garrido) (Lasso) (Rojas) (Sabato) (Soriano) 
(Thibaud). About the concept of revolution during the Wars of Independence in 
South America: (Colmenares) (Goldman) (Izard) (Straka) (Vanegas) (Wasserman) 
(Zermeño). For a comprehensive historiographical review about the dissolution of 
the Spanish empire and the Age of Revolutions (Paquette). 
 
4 In the same vein, I use the most historically accurate New Granada to refer to 
present-day Colombia. 
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(No. 5: 1 Mar 1792: 2). Also, the local historical discourse often referred to 
the “revolutions of the conquest” due to the dramatic changes that it had 
implied for the indigenous populations (Torres y Peña 33). Finally, the 
dictionary adds that revolution was the same as “restlessness, uproar, 
sedition, altercation, mutation, and vicissitude,” one of the meanings that 
would have the longest life in Tierra Firme. In 1789, the Capuchin friar 
Joaquin de Finestrad referred to the Comunero Revolt in New Granada as 
“those unhappy times of revolution and disorder in which the spirit of 
darkness spread throughout all these places” (195). Similarly, the edict 
issued by the viceroy Antonio Caballero y Góngora on the occasion of the 
same rebellion condemned the “horrible and scandalous uprising” and 
promised to counteract the “black darkness and the horrible disorders of 
the revolt” to put in place “order and tranquility” (1-18). Thus, revolution, 
linked to the language of political disorder and almost always in the plural, 
implied the loss of social calm and public tranquility. In this local context, 
the concept was not yet seen as a drastic rupture with the past.  

The French Revolution, in addition to accelerating the singularization 
of the concept, cemented the negative connotation of the term in the 
Spanish empire. Rather than a reason for hope and redemption, 
contemporaries began associating the revolutionary enterprise with the 
complete breakdown of the Old Regime society of orders and juridical 
hierarchies. The Papel Periódico de Santafé de Bogotá explained the French 
Revolution as the “work of an impious sect” and the result of “an 
extravagant system based on the “love of debauchery and disorder” (No. 
194: 29 May 1795: 2038). Not surprisingly, several uprisings and rebellions 
which occurred at the end of the century in Tierra Firme were scornfully 
described as “mere parodies of the French Revolution” (Torres y Peña 72). 
In 1793, Antonio Nariño clandestinely translated and printed the Derechos del 
hombre y del ciudadano for the first time in the Spanish empire. The viceregal 
authorities accused him of wanting to install the “new system of France” in 
Bogotá (in Hernández 3: 251). In the same light, Venezuelans understood 
the uprising of Gual and España in 1797 as a “project in Caracas to 
establish the principles and government that devoured France” led by men 
“infected with the revolutionary plague” (Díaz 5). The French Revolution, 
particularly its association with the Reign of Terror and the political 
developments of the Haitian revolution, had such a negative imprint on the 
concept that, years later, republicans from Tierra Firme often warned about 
its dangers and excesses. In 1798, Francisco de Miranda spoke of the “need 
to prevent by all possible means the introduction of the Jacobin system in 
our continent; otherwise, Freedom will find her sepulcher instead of her 
cradle, as the history of the French revolution proves” (223). 

The 1808 Napoleonic invasion of the Iberian Peninsula meant the 
emergence of more positive understandings of the concept in Tierra Firme. 
The newspapers described the Spanish revolution against the French 
usurpation as a just uprising fueled by patriotism and fidelity to the king and 
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the Catholic faith. Launched in 1808, the Gaceta de Caracas offered a 
historical account of the “Aranjuez revolution” and highlighted the 
“identity of principles, ideas, and behaviors manifested against the tyrant of 
Europe by the inhabitants of all the Spanish dominions” (No. 1: 24 Oct 
1808: 2). In the words of a priest from New Granada in 1809, the Spanish 
uprising was nothing but a “happy revolution” carried out by a “Catholic 
people, who moved from the impulses of Religion and justice, reclaimed 
their usurped rights.” It was an “astonishing event” produced by the “spirit 
of holiness, order, and harmony, inspired by our Holy religion” (Torres y 
Peña 199-200). For contemporaries, the revolution against French 
authorities was not only the most expeditious way to achieve the 
“restoration” of the suppressed public liberties, but also an obligation, a 
civic duty.  

During the process of formation of juntas in Tierra Firme to face the 
political crisis due to the abdication of Ferdinand VII, the concept of 
revolution became a fundamental socio-political concept in the region. 
Different meanings of revolution proliferated —often antagonistic and 
irreconcilable with each other— while new understandings of the 
revolutionary experience, markedly different from those of the early 
eighteenth century, crystallized. This new conceptualization allowed the 
different historical actors to affirm the change in the political order and to 
redefine America’s relationship with the Peninsula. The Gaceta de Caracas, 
for example, described the formation of the junta in April 1810 as “our 
peaceful transformation,” the irrevocable moment of “our political 
regeneration,” and the extinction of the “darkness of the previous 
despotism” (No. 95: 27 Apr 1810). Only three months later, a Bogotá 
newspaper reported on the events that took place in that city as the 
triumphant beginning of “a revolution, the most active, mysterious, and 
happy ever” (La Constitución Feliz No. 1: 17 Aug 1810: 4). The meteoric rise 
of the concept evidences in its wide appropriation, not only among the 
enlightened elites but also among the plebeians. As the royalist official José 
Francisco Heredia described in his Memoirs on the democratization of 
revolutionary language among Venezuelan enslaved people: “even Miranda 
was astonished to hear among these people the voice of freedom, which is 
so flattering to some and so fearsome to others” (71-72). The revolution 
also gave way to the uses of the adjective “revolutionary” and the verb “to 
revolutionize,” which, like the concept, pivoted between promoting 
disorder and causing a profound change in the political community. At the 
same time, the revolution became the collective “our revolution” along with 
a growing list of adjectives: “wonderful revolution,” “holy revolution,” “our 
just revolution,” “favorable revolution” (La Constitución Feliz No. 1: 17 Aug 
1810: 4) (El Patriota de Venezuela No. 3: 20 Oct 1811, No. 7: 18 Jan 1812). 

For contemporaries, the revolution meant a new way of producing 
political meanings and understanding the relations between the rulers and 
the ruled. The language of the revolution was the language of political 
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change. The sovereignty of the people, the formal equality between the 
members of the body politic, and the republic as a form of government 
were the hallmarks of the revolution. However, during these early years, 
revolution meant, above all else, the destruction of the divine right of kings 
to rule over Tierra Firme and the end of the Spanish domination —
imagined now as a foreign invading power. As Simón Bolívar stated in 
1815, thanks to the revolution, the “destiny of America has been 
irrevocably fixed; the ties that bound her to Spain are severed… the veil has 
been rent, and now we can see the light” (67). The destruction of the 
Spanish monarchy in Tierra Firme entailed the birth of Spanish Americans 
into the political world and the possibility of elaborating a common destiny 
through self-government. According to Bolívar, during the colonial times, 
Spanish Americans “were abstracted and, as it were, absent from the 
universe in all that relates to the science of government and administration 
of the state.” Now, as a result of the revolution, they “have risen suddenly, 
without any prior knowledge, and even more remarkably, without any 
acquaintance with public business” to the challenging task of creating new 
republics (74-75). In order to succeed in this unprecedented enterprise, the 
people, the new sovereign, needed to be educated in the revolution.  

Indeed, the revolution brought about the renewal and enlargement of 
the political personnel in charge of leading the new polities, but more 
importantly, also led to the incorporation of broad sectors of society into 
the political life. The new citizens were invited to contribute in the making 
of the new political order on behalf of common good, public utility, and 
patriotism. Contemporaries often expressed the consequences of this 
incorporation by describing the increasing politicization of the public spaces 
caused by the revolution in Tierra Firme: “we are no longer talking about 
anything else in this whole kingdom, but of political points…in the 
circumstances in which we find ourselves, it cannot be otherwise”  (Gazeta 
Ministerial de Cundinamarca No. 28: 6 Feb 1812: 101). Completely aware of 
the potential divisive consequences of this widening of the political realm, 
the new leadership rapidly understood the need to forge a unified public 
opinion for the legitimation of the new political order. As stated by the 
Argos of New Granada, newspapers should address themselves to “all the 
common people among us; to the farmers and artisans who make up the 
core of our population” and “shed light on state of the revolution, its 
progress, its objectives and its probable results” (No. 93: 1 Oct 1815: 475-
476; No.79: 25 June 1815: 400). 

Not surprisingly, newspapers became one the most important spaces to 
imagine the revolution as a collective project driven by the same political 
principles and aspirations. In February 1811, for example, El Mercurio 
Venezolano defended the objectives of the revolution and refuted its main 
contradictors, including the “wise commentators” of the Peninsula. 
Throughout all the issues of the newspaper, the editors systematically 
challenged arguments such that “only an inveterate disloyalty and an 
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excessive ambition produced our revolution” or that “the revolution will be 
fruitless in Venezuela and all Spanish Americans are against it” (No. 2: Feb 
1811: 5, 16). A year later, El Patriota de Venezuela explained the revolution as 
the result of an unprecedented crisis of authority in the Spanish empire: 
“this authority has necessarily diminished after the revolution began in the 
Motherland in 1808.” For the newspaper’s editor, this crisis of authority in 
Tierra Firme had clearly revealed two essential aspects. First, “Spain and 
America were not bounded except by the force of habit and authority.” 
Second, the inevitable historical corollary of the revolution “was the 
separation of America and Spain and, consequently, the independence of 
America” (No. 7: 18 Jan 1812). 

The crisis of the Spanish empire in Tierra Firme entailed, in the words 
of a royalist official, a renewed “mania of talking about the past all the time 
and everywhere” (Heredia 296). The revolution meant the emergence of a 
new understanding of temporality and a growing historical consciousness. 
The history of the revolution was always moving, becoming. From the first 
issue of the Gaceta de Caracas on the “history of the revolution of Aranjuez” 
to the 1827 publication of the first monumental historia patria of Tierra 
Firme, the Historia de la revolución de la República de Colombia by José Manuel 
Restrepo, it is clear how historicizing the revolution was essential to 
legitimize it or to undermine it. The Gazeta Ministerial de Antioquia, for 
example, was launched in 1814 with the main purpose of historicizing the 
“new political era of the Republic, and the first years of its political 
existence” (No. 1: 25 Sep 1814: 1-2). Twenty years later the Gaceta de Quito 
undertook the publication of the “authentic memories of the revolution” to 
demonstrate the true revolutionary nature of Ecuadorians called into 
question during the collapse of Gran Colombia (No. 32: 12 Sep 1829: 2-3). 
When contemporaries wrote about the history of “our revolution,” the 
latter often appeared in three complementary senses: as a historical subject 
in its own right; as a historical process mainly constructed by human action 
—and not solely as part of God’s plan; and as an extraordinary temporal 
watershed that buried the past and opened the doors of the future for 
Tierra Firme. For Restrepo, the revolution implied “an absolute variation” 
in the way of understanding the political world, particularly for the 
plebeians, who now “are interested in political affairs, and their ideas are 
having a complete revolution.” According to him, it was extraordinary to 
observe how some “people who lived for three hundred years in the most 
degrading slavery, dominated by the inquisition and by the colonial system” 
now gave themselves “laws and institutions capable of ensuring freedom… 
varying their habits, their mores, and their ideas” (1: 119-120, 135). 

The historical accounts about the revolution presented it as the 
necessary result of the imperial crisis and as the founding event of the new 
countries. The inevitability of the revolution was naturalized with such 
efficacy that in 1844 the Venezuelans Rafael María Baralt and Ramón Díaz 
started their Resumen de la historia de Venezuela trying to decipher a 
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fundamental conundrum for their astonished readers: “What prevented a 
reforming revolution for centuries in America?” (1: 2). In these historias 
patrias, the adoption of the republican political system appears as the 
teleological development of the revolution. The contrast between the 
corrupt Old Regime and the virtuous life under the era of the republic was 
a recurrent topic. The “explanation” centered on the archetypal image of 
the confrontation between good and evil embodied by freedom and 
equality seekers and agents of a decadent and tyrannical monarchy. Thus, 
the revolution could be presented as an act of justice against the 
opprobrium of Spanish despotism: “Venezuela after its revolution is a free 
People, before it was an enslaved and miserable People kept to satisfy the 
cruelty and greed of the Tyrants” (El Mercurio No. 2: Feb 1811: 16-17). 

Discussions about revolution soon transcended the horizon of 
American emancipation and evolved into debates about ensuring the “new 
political existence” and the legitimate means to do it. While there was 
certain consensus on what “reforms have to be undertaken during political 
revolutions” (Argos de la Nueva Granada No. 74: 21 May 1815: 379), the 
enthusiastic winds of political renewal were quickly tempered. In times of 
revolution, the editors of a Cartagena de Indias’ newspaper wrote, “peoples, 
like individuals, have the foolish mania of wanting to be original in 
everything,” the “mania of wanting to reform the world” (Argos Americano de 
Cartagena, Supplement 1 Apr 1811: 127). In a similar sense, Antonio Nariño 
wrote in La Bagatela that “revolutions are at once advantageous and 
frightening.” For that reason, according to him, after a revolution it was 
necessary to quickly reach a “political balance” through the 
constitutionalization of its principles: a “good Constitution must be the 
fruit of a holy revolution” (No. 12: 22 Sep 1811: 45-46). For 
contemporaries, the revolution was not an end in itself; it was the means for 
the re-foundation of the political order. As stated in the 1811 Constitution 
of Venezuela: the “end of the revolution is coming soon… through this 
Constitution that we have offered you” (Constitución Federal 40). 

In the last throes of the first republics, the new political leadership 
undertook a deep assessment of the revolutionary process. The negative 
meanings of the concept reemerged in the pessimistic outline of the 
revolution. As Jorge Tadeo Lozano, first president of Cundinamarca, said, 
“our mistakes must be sought in the subsequent course of the revolution” 
and “they are natural effects of it.” He lamented the triumph of private 
interests over the common good, the proliferation of personal passions, and 
the contempt of public virtues. The revolution implied the victory of those 
who wanted a “revolution without revolution” (El Anteojo de Larga Vista 
No. 15: 1814: 67). Others condemned the endless fragmentation of 
provincial sovereignties and the impossibility of building an enduring 
consensus due to the polyphony of opinions. Bolívar’s diagnosis of “the era 
of the republic” in the 1819 Angostura Address is clear-cut in this regard: the 
republic “has certainly been the gathering of all disruptive elements, it has 
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been the inundation of an infernal torrent that has overwhelmed the land of 
Venezuela… I have been nothing more than a lowly plaything of the 
revolutionary hurricane that carried me away like a feeble straw” (120-121). 
The revolution was incomplete. The republic was not completely founded. 

The May 1814 restoration of Ferdinand VII on the Peninsula and the 
arrival of the Expeditionary Army on the shores of Tierra Firme almost a 
year later meant the end of the first revolutionary cycle and the emergence 
of a new grammar about revolution. Not surprisingly, the royalist 
newspaper Gazeta de Santafé de Bogotá offered from its first issue a “historical 
account of the past convulsions,” the recent history of the so-called 
“political transformation.” It promised to explain the “principles on which 
the revolution was formed and its disastrous outcome” (No. 1: 13 Jun 1816: 
3). For the royalists, the revolution was essentially the same throughout the 
Spanish world: the “revolution of Spanish America is one in all the parts in 
which it has manifested: its causes and its ends; the same crimes; the same 
evil leaders… that is why the viceroyalty of Buenos Aires presents 
essentially the same events [as those of Tierra Firme] although modified in 
the details” (Gaceta de Caracas No. 231: 27 Jan 1819: 1773; No. 233: 10 Feb 
1819: 1788). 

For the royalists, the origins of the revolution in Tierra Firme were 
manifold and could range from the 1781 Comunero Rebellion and the 1797 
uprising of Gual and España to the Napoleonic invasion and the formation 
of patriotic juntas. In any case, its efficient cause was self-evident: the 
revolution was the result of the incredulous French “philosophism” that 
had taken root throughout the Spanish empire during the eighteenth 
century, “the century of paradoxes and contradictions” (Gazeta de Santafé de 
Bogotá No. 1: 13 Jun 1816: 1). The books and newspapers that had shaped 
the French Revolution had corrupted the absolute fidelity of Tierra Firme’s 
vassals and had given rise to an extraordinary “moral metamorphosis.” 
From Quito, Carlos Lagomarsino described the revolution as “a bewildered 
project, without foundations and an unrealizable” product of a “heated 
imagination.” According to him, the French Enlightenment and revolution 
had cemented the Spanish empire’s demise. The inhabitants of Tierra Firme 
had been “engulfed in revolutions” through “pompous phrases, abstract 
ideas, and misleading sophisms” and had reaped only “miseries, disasters 
and calamities” (1, 3).  

For the royalists, the revolution entailed the erosion of all notions of 
authority, the emergence of discord in the political world, and the utter 
confusion of moral values. The true Enlightenment had lost its empire in 
Tierra Firme, and Catholicism, as the mortar of society, was seriously 
threatened by the republican philosophers. The “good order” of the Old 
Regime was destroyed and replaced by the ravages of civil wars. As Díaz 
stated, the revolution, understood as the radical challenge to monarchical 
rule and the proclamation of the absolute independence of Spain, sought at 
once to “break the bonds of nature and society … erase three centuries of 
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history and tradition … and destroy the balance that a moral force kept 
between the different races.” The revolution, in Diaz’s words, fomented the 
anarchy and destruction of Tierra Firme because “it was in short, the abyss 
itself” (Díaz in Jonama 221, 8). 

In any case, the republican project soon began to take shape with the 
stellar succession of Bolivarian triumphs. The end of the monarchical 
restoration brought with it all kinds of explanations about the end of the 
Spanish rule in the Americas. The political mistakes made by the royalist 
authorities in Tierra Firme, the internal disputes between different royalist 
factions on how to carry out restoration, and the inability to cement public 
opinion in favor of the king’s government were some of the most 
frequently mentioned reasons. However, for contemporaries, beyond the 
incontestable supremacy of the revolutionary army on the battlefields, the 
success of the revolution owed itself to the creation of a patria americana in 
opposition to Spain during the wars. The enemies of the revolution were 
now the enemies of the patria. The revolutions had sealed the common 
destiny of the Americas and permanently eroded the moral unity of the 
Spanish monarchy. As Pablo Morillo wrote to the royalist authorities in 
Madrid in 1820, the revolution in Tierra Firme “against the Spanish 
Government has not been aimed at improving its political system, nor 
adopting the liberal principles that now direct us, but emancipation and 
absolute independence of Spain.” The inhabitants of Tierra Firme “do not 
want to be Spanish anymore, they have said so loud and clear since they 
proclaimed independence no matter the circumstances or political 
vicissitudes of the Peninsula” (Morillo in Rodríguez Villa 4: 205-208).  

Once the threat posed by Spain had vanished, the creation of the 
Republic of Colombia —made up by the union of New Granada, 
Venezuela, and Ecuador in 1819— forged new coordinates for the concept 
of revolution in Tierra Firme. For Colombians, the revolution meant a 
radical transformation in the body politic. It had involved the dissolution 
and refoundation of society itself under completely unprecedented 
principles. Invoking the old meanings of revolution, the new republicans 
often used astronomical metaphors to explain “our glorious 
transformation” as the birth of a completely new society. The transcendent 
order of nature foreshadowed the human order. According to the 
newspaper El Colombiano del Ecuador “just as nature in certain crises is 
renewed by physical events that are outside of its regular course, the people 
in the same way shake their despondency by extraordinary revolutions” 
(No. 5: 17 May 1825: 2). By triggering the destruction of the Spanish 
monarchy in Tierra Firme, the new leadership considered revolution as a 
radical break with the imperial past. For Francisco de Paula Santander, 
Colombia’s vice-president, the revolution meant a renewed social pact. It 
designated a new origin for the political community “because believing that 
a new order of things can be established with the same elements that 
oppose it is a chimera” (El Patriota No. 30: 1 Jun 1823: 231). 
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The revolutionaries expressed their expectations of social refoundation 
and radical discontinuity between the Old Regime and the promising 
republican future, referring again and again to the banner of freedom. In 
1817, Juan Germán Roscio masterfully exposed this metaphor in El triunfo 
de la libertad sobre el despotismo and it quickly became the cornerstone of 
republican symbolism in the printed materials of the period. While Europe 
was stuck in the decrepit monarchism of the Holy Alliance, the Americas 
had irrevocably raised the banner of freedom. Europe embodied the past, 
America the future. The revolution was imagined as an eminently American 
movement, capable of ruining the despotism of kings and ensuring the 
people’s happiness with the ideas of popular sovereignty and representative 
government. The hemisphere was the republican sanctuary of the world. As 
the Caracas newspaper El Argos stated, “our revolution is the revolution of 
the entire America against all her oppressors; It is the revolution of freedom 
against tyrants. Freedom persecuted in Europe has taken refuge in America 
and destiny wants it to remain here” (No. 13: 6 Sep 1825: 2). The telos of 
the revolution was fixed beforehand by divine, natural and moral laws, 
eternally valid and legitimate: the establishment on Tierra Firme of a 
virtuous republican society. For El Venezolano, for example, “every form of 
government that is not popular, representative, and republican will only 
serve to prolong the revolution in Spanish America” (No. 13: 2 Sep 1822).  

This repertoire of images was intertwined with a heady optimism 
towards the future that swept the region after the union of Colombia in 
1819. The transition from a kingdom of vassals to a republic of virtuous 
citizens was already taking place in the country, and Colombia was now the 
“vanguard of the revolution in South America” (Gaceta de Colombia No. 290: 
6 May 1826: 4). Thanks to the revolution, a promising future of progress, 
enlightenment, and freedom was rising in Colombia. According to a 
Panamanian newspaper, the country was ready to “give one more proof to 
the world of what a man is capable of doing when he wants to be free, no 
matter which climate he lives in.” (Gaceta del Gobierno Independendiente de 
Panamá No. 31: 25 July 1822: 121). Colombia was born out of revolution. 
The revolution itself had molded the character and spirit of the Colombian 
people. Even more, to define revolution was to define the country itself 
since the “people of Colombia, after 16 years of revolution, have been 
renewed in their spirit and are acquiring a character according to the system 
of government shaped since 1810 by the revolution”(La Bandera Tricolor No. 
8: 3 Sep 1826: 31). 

However, the waves of optimism soon gave way to an increasing 
skepticism about the future of the country. The proliferation of regional 
conflicts and civil wars, the apparent impossibility of building any lasting 
political arrangement, and the persistence of the so-called “colonial 
legacies” undermined elites’ faith in the revolution. The latter had 
guaranteed the independence from Spain, but not the freedom they long 
desired. The revolution’s promises were yet to be fulfilled for Colombians. 
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In January 1830, Bolivar recognized how incomplete the revolution’s work 
was because it could not create a new society, and “independence is the 
only good we have acquired at the expense of others” (Gaceta de Colombia 
No. 449: 24 Jan 1830: 2). As stated in an anonymous leaflet: “Colombia 
previously known as Tierra Firme” still needed to be transformed “from a 
country plunged into the most shameful colonial servitude to an 
independent nation under a republican system” (Anonymous 4). 

A pressing question faced contemporaries: After achieving 
independence from Spain and destroying the Spanish monarchy in Tierra 
Firme, when did the revolution end? Its finale seemed close in 1811 when 
the Constitution of Venezuela proclaimed that the “end of the revolution is 
approaching” (40). Yet, fifteen years later, newspapers still demanded its 
effective closure: “we need to conclude the revolution that we undertook. 
The current generation would become unworthy of the revolutionary 
enterprise if it let its great work of emancipation and republican freedom be 
extinguished” (El Constitucional Caraqueño No. 13: 6 Sep 1825: 2). Although 
the endless uprisings that followed the revolution were understood as 
natural consequences of the radical transformation of society, over time, 
more voices advocated to stop the rapid spread of the revolution in the 
country. In Panama, the newspapers described the “stormy state of 
Colombia” and the urgent need to blow out the “revolutionary hurricane” 
to avoid the “sinking of the Patria of the heroes” (Gran Círculo Istmeño No. 
18: 13 Nov 1827: 1). In this regard, the Venezuelans Francisco Javier Yanes 
and Tomás Lander made the “revolutionary issue” crystal clear. With 
revolutions, the “question, then, is reduced to asking whether the revolution 
is concluded or not.” The answer will “decide the fate of current and future 
generations” (El Constitucional No. 8: 8 Nov 1824: 3). Thus, for 
contemporaries, it was necessary to shut down the revolution in order to 
strike a fine balance between the order created by the revolutionary event 
and the actual political mores of the Colombian peoples. According to El 
Fósforo de Popayán, “what the people want now is tranquility: what they want 
is for freedom to finally replace the revolution” (No. 1: 28 Jan 1823: 1). 
Still, in 1828, Bolívar wrote to José Antonio Páez about the need to shape 
public opinion through “public writings brimming with reason and 
enthusiasm, so that we realize the need we have to put an end to such a 
long, complicated, and disastrous revolution” (325). 

Indeed, the 1826 uprising of Páez in Venezuela, known as the Cosiata, 
and the continuing challenges to the constitutional order only fed the claims 
of those who asked for the end of the revolution. The negative meanings of 
the concept reemerged to describe the problem of political factions, the risk 
of the dissolution of the body politic, and endless civil war. For the liberal 
circle of Panamá, the “Venezuelan revolution” could only bring chaos and 
fratricidal war to Colombia since from now on anyone for no apparent 
reason could challenge constitutional legitimacy and rise in arms against the 
legitimate government (Gran Círculo Istmeño No. 18: 6 Nov 1827: 2). In turn, 
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Páez himself justified the uprising as the result of true patriotism and love 
for freedom sown by the 1810 Caracas revolution. As then, the revolution 
against the tyrannical authorities in Bogotá had been spontaneous. He was 
not the author of it. Páez had simply been the instrument of the 
revolution’s irresistible torrent. As Bolívar before, he had been wrapped by 
it “like a feeble straw in the impetuous bursts of a hurricane” and “like an 
inert body that floats on the surface of a stormy ocean” (334-344). 

The “Venezuelan revolution” did nothing but expose the concept’s 
polysemic nature. Revolution was a banner that enabled each side to defend 
the legitimacy of their ideas while undermining their adversary’s demands: 
“in revolution there can be only two parties, the one who attacks it and the 
other who defends it ”(El Patriota No. 13: 26 Jan 1823: 3). The question of 
who the true interpreters of the revolution were varied according to the 
ideas of the group that led or confronted it. The Venezuelan press 
presented Páez’s revolution as the ultimate revolution, the rebirth of 
Venezuela “separated from Bogotá and the authority of general Bolívar” (El 
Fanal No. 1: 24 Jul 1829: 1-4). For their part, Bolívar’s supporters made him 
the true incarnation of “our revolution.” Bolívar was the only one capable 
of ending the uprisings throughout the country and forging the elusive 
national unity. For the Ecuadorian newspaper El Eco del Azuay it was an 
incontrovertible fact that “Colombia, and perhaps all of South America, 
needs the influence of Bolívar.” Bolívar was the undisputed father of the 
revolution and the head of Colombia (No. 1: 27 Jan 1828: 1-2). 

Thus, the revolution —which was almost always written with a capital 
letter— only triumphed in the 1830s, with the ratification of the respective 
constitutions of Ecuador, Venezuela, and New Granada, now as 
independent nations. In retrospect, for contemporaries, the political 
movements that took place in 1810, 1819, and 1826 were fundamental steps 
for gaining freedom. Yet they had not led to definitive transformations as 
what most recently occurred: the constitutionalization of the spirit of the 
revolution and the transition from extraordinary politics to ordinary politics 
in the new republics. The revolution had triumphed because the 
emancipation from Spain, the radical opposition to monarchy, and the 
republic founded on the sovereignty of the people definitively became the 
natural setting of politics in Tierra Firme. According to the Republican 
Society of Venezuela in 1830, the “Constitution is written, and the 
revolution is over ... The Constitution is enacted, and our physical and 
moral redemption is achieved” (7,14). In 1831, Juan José Flores, the first 
president of Ecuador, convened a constituent assembly declaring “the 
revolution was happily finished, and the rule of law restored” (14). Similarly, 
the New Granada Constitution of 1832 declared the establishment of a 
stable political order, placed constraints on the revolutionary forces, and set 
the destiny of the new political community under the edicts of time: “wait 
for time to develop the good and to remedy the bad ... Let time discover 
the mistakes, and let prudence correct them” (6). Time, the supreme arbiter 



        Chaparro-Silva, "Revolution in the Gran Colombian Republics" 
 

 

376 

of politics, was in charge of closing the curtain of the revolutions of Tierra 
Firme, of converting the land of revolution into the promised land of 
freedom. 

 
Final reflections 

The political controversies about the meaning of revolution show how 
it became a fundamental socio-political concept in Tierra Firme during the 
Age of Revolutions. The history of the concept reveals the dynamic 
cohabitation of meanings, discourses, and political practices about it. 
Revolution definitively jumped into the public arena once the sovereignty 
of the people and the principle of political equality —with all its 
ambiguities— were proclaimed. The concept was at the heart of the 
question of how to create, justify, and exercise legitimate power in Tierra 
Firme. Although it did not provide a unique answer to that question, 
revolution as a principle and source of legitimacy became unquestionable. 
In all the cases analyzed here, discussing revolution allowed the historical 
actors the affirmation of political and symbolic orders and the breakup of 
the existing social balances. Revolution also functioned as a way of 
reimagining the relations within the political community and as the only 
possible way to reclaim the usurped rights and the denied liberties. In this 
regard, the concept of revolution can be seen as a fundamental factor of 
political change as much as an indicator of such change. It illuminates the 
ways historical actors tried to rearrange their own political communities 
throughout the nineteenth century.  

Revolutions as the main feature of the Gran Colombian republics, and 
of Spanish American politics in general, rapidly became the main prism 
through which the whole region was read during the nineteenth century in 
the Atlantic world. In his seminal Democracy in America, Alexis de 
Tocqueville described Spanish America as a place mainly characterized by 
social backwardness, political unrest, and civil wars. While the US embodied 
a “complete and providential” democracy, Spanish America was consumed 
by the malignant circle of revolution. According to him, from Europe “we 
are astonished to see the new nations of South America stir, for a quarter 
century, amid constantly recurring revolutions; and each day we expect to 
see them recover what is called their natural state. But who can assert that 
today revolutions are not the most natural state of the Spanish of South 
America?” (366). This image, carefully forged by Tocqueville and many 
other intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic, became the hallmark of the 
region. In 1864, more than three decades after Tocqueville, the Colombian 
Felipe Pérez toured the US and chronicled how, in the imagination of 
ordinary people there, South America was mainly “synonymous with 
permanent war.” According to him, “when I tell them [US Americans] I am 
from South America, they exclaim with an air of wisdom and entitlement: -
Ah!, revolutions!, revolutions!” (108). 
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However, beyond these widespread politicized imaginings about the 
region, the concept of revolution would have a long life in the Gran 
Colombian space animated mainly by partisan dynamics. The concept was 
central to the discussions about democracy, nation-state building, and the 
state of civilization in the region during mid-nineteenth century. For most 
conservatives, revolutions were illegitimate means of political action fueled 
by the “weakness and ineffectiveness of institutions, the impunity of crimes 
against public order, and the bad doctrines that have seized part of the 
inhabitants” of Tierra Firme. The endless cycle of political turmoil in the 
region featured social instability, population stagnation, and anemic 
economies. For the “friends of order,” only by undertaking a vigorous 
civilizational crusade to break the onslaught of revolutions, the new 
republics would find an expeditious “means of affirming the legal order, of 
giving strength and efficacy to institutions, of consolidating freedom and 
security, and of sturdily promoting civilization.” Revolutions were agents of 
anarchy, enemies of democracy, and the ultimate antithesis of civilization 
(La Civilization No. 1: 9 Aug 1849: 1-6). 

In turn, most liberals imagined the establishment of civilization in the 
world as the telos of the revolution. As stated by the New Granadian 
Manuel Ancízar, “political revolutions are not casual events: they are the 
means granted to humankind to meet their needs for progress and 
civilization” (El Neogranadino No. 1: 4 Aug 1848: 1-3). These intellectuals 
saw the vast transformations that occurred in the nineteenth-century 
Atlantic world following revolutions as part of a unique civilizational 
process and were the expression of progress regulated by natural laws. 
Revolutions granted access to the progressive road leading from a 
traditional to a modern society. According to José María Samper, 
revolutions were the engine of history, “the work of the people, and active 
instruments of time and ideas” (170). The historical process was only 
intelligible through the revolution’s ideas and accomplishments. 
“Revolutions are nothing but violence that disrupts the established social 
order, with the aim of founding a better one, based on truth and justice” 
(153). History was the expression of “that series of revolutions and 
reactions hardly understood” by humanity.  A battle between the past and 
the future for the present, “a deep and general fight between the nineteenth 
century and the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.” And the nineteenth 
century, as the Gran Colombian republics proved it, was a revolutionary 
one. 
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